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On-line Documentation of the African-American Experience
By Noah Lenstra, University of Illinois
Carter G. Woodson, the pioneer of Negro History Week, 
which later became Black History Month, wrote that 
the role of African Americans in United States history 
had been “overlooked, ignored, and even suppressed by 
the writers of history textbooks and the teachers who 
use them.” To compensate for this lacuna, historians 
and archivists have, for varying reasons during differ-
ent time periods, developed projects and initiatives to 
acquire and document the records of African-American 
communities. Simultaneously, African-American com-
munities have worked to document themselves on their 
own terms through the establishment of independent 
African-American historical societies and related institu-
tions. This Webliography looks at some of the ways the 
African-American experience has been documented on 
the World Wide Web. 
Universities and Colleges
Universities and colleges play a key role in providing on-
line access to resources related to the African-American 
experience. In fact, archivists and special collections 
curators at two Midwest institutions have partnered 
with academic faculty to create digital projects that 
document locally-based African-American community 
history. The Archives and Special Collections at Ball State 
University hosts a photographic collection, http://libx.bsu 
.edu/cdm4/collection.php?CISOROOT=/othermiddle, 
and a research guide, http://bsu.libguides.com/content 
.php?pid=7355&sid=46744, that document what one 
study has called “The Other Side of Middletown.” The 
photographic collection was amassed collaboratively 
among anthropology faculty and students working with 
community members and organizations. The Knox 
County Ohio Black History Digital Archives, https://
communitywithin.kenyon.edu/, grew out of a senior 
seminar course at Kenyon College. The project is entitled 
“The Community Within,” and it was funded by both the 
Ohio Humanities Council and the National Endowment 
for the Humanities. The Web site includes both easy-to-
read narrative summaries of community history, as well 
as a browsable and searchable digital library hosted by the 
Ohio Digital Resource Commons.
In addition to documenting local history, universities and 
colleges also provide on-line access to African-American 
historical resources that are national in scope. For example, 
digital copies of the Booker T. Washington Papers in their 
published form, as edited by Louis R. Harlan in 1972, 
are available on-line courtesy of the University of Illinois 
Press, http://www.historycooperative.org/btw/index.html.
The Archives of African American Music & Culture 
(AAAMC) at Indiana University host Black Grooves, 
http://blackgrooves.org/, a music review site aimed at 
users who want “the low-down on the latest black music 
releases,” including important re-issues of classic gospel, 
blues, jazz, funk, soul, and hip-hop tracks.
BlackPast.org, http://www.blackpast.org, is a regularly 
updated on-line reference guide that links to many valu-
able digital archives and primary documents throughout 
the country. Edited by Professor Quintard Taylor of the 
University of Washington, Seattle, the directories are or-
ganized by state and feature easy navigation to individual 
collections.
Finally, Historically Black Colleges and Universities 
(HBCUs) have also digitized African-American docu-
ments and records for on-line access. For example, in a 
project funded by the Institute of Museum and Library 
Services and hosted on the Missouri State Archives’ Mis-
souri Digital Heritage portal, Lincoln University provides 
digital access to the school’s yearbooks from 1915 to 1975, 
http://www.sos.mo.gov/mdh/instit_browse.asp?instid=H
ED&contribid=LINCOLN.
State and Federal Government
A number of state government agencies, in the form of 
state libraries, archives, historical societies, and museums, 
have targeted Internet audiences by developing numerous 
African-American history learning tools.
The Minnesota Historical Society, in collaboration with a 
local citizen group, the Clayton, Jackson, McGhie Memorial 
Committee (CJMMC), created a documentation initia-
tive, the “Duluth Lynchings On-line Resource,” http://
collections.mnhs.org/duluthlynchings, to preserve the 
memory and records of the June 15, 1920, lynching of three 
African-Americans in Duluth, Minnesota. The site features 
a timeline, oral histories, biographies of key individuals, 
and legal documents associated with the tragedy, and these 
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resources can be accessed either as supplements to the Web 
site’s overall narrative or through a search interface.
“Community Memories: A Glimpse of African American 
Life in Frankfort, Ky.,” http://www.kyhistory.com:2010/
collections/aafra.php, an on-line exhibit hosted by the 
Kentucky Historical Society, was built through the contribu-
tions of local residents from Frankfort. The exhibit includes 
valuable oral histories, but of special note are the photographs 
that document African-American cultural and social life 
during the first half of the twentieth century. 
The digitized Freedom’s Journal at the Wisconsin Historical 
Society, http://www.wisconsinhistory.org/libraryarchives/
aanp/freedom/, is an excellent resource for nineteenth cen-
tury African-American history. According to the Web site, 
Freedom’s Journal was “the first African-American owned 
and operated newspaper published in the United States…
published weekly in New York City from 1827 to 1829,” and 
each issue in the collection can be downloaded as a PDF file. 
The Wisconsin Historical Society also provides access to an 
on-line directory of microfilmed “African-American News-
papers and Periodicals” that circulates through interlibrary 
loan, http://www.wisconsinhistory.org/libraryarchives/aanp/
microfilm/.
The federal government has contributed to the creation of 
African-American history-related digital resources through 
Web sites, such as “Born in Slavery: Slave Narratives from the 
Federal Writers’ Project, 1936-1938,” http://memory.loc.gov/
ammem/snhtml/, which provides digital access to interview 
transcripts which can be browsed on-line or downloaded as 
TIFF files. As part of the American Memory project, the 
Library of Congress has also partnered with the Ohio His-
tory Center to present “The African-American Experience 
in Ohio, 1850-1920,” http://dbs.ohiohistory.org/africanam/
index.stm, an aggregated digital collection containing 
resources from multiple repositories throughout the state.
The Smithsonian Institution’s National Museum of African-
American History and Culture has also placed portions of 
its holdings on-line, http://www.nmaahc.si.edu/. The site 
features an innovative browsing interface that enables visi-
tors to navigate through threads that link subjects, artifacts, 
and narratives, and it also includes a “Memory Book” that 
encourages public participation, http://www.nmaahc.si.edu/
section/get_involved.
Independent Museums and Archives
During the last sixty years, the Black Museum Movement 
has led to the creation of numerous African-American 
Museums in both major metropolitan areas and smaller 
towns, and some of these museums provide digital access 
to their holdings via the Internet.
The Cedar Rapids-based African-American Museum of 
Iowa, http://www.blackiowa.org/, is currently in the process 
of digitizing its photograph collection, and the museum’s 
Web site also features the “Children’s Oral History Project.” 
Transcripts of these youth-produced oral history interviews 
are hosted on the Museum’s Web site and the videos them-
selves are linked through YouTube.
The Web site for Detroit’s Charles H. Wright Museum 
of African-American History, http://www.thewright.org/, 
features numerous virtual exhibitions, such as “Women of 
a New Tribe,” an exhibit that includes photographs and 
biographies of African-American women who have resided 
in Metropolitan Detroit and throughout the United States.
The AfriGeneas: African Ancestored Genealogy, http://
www.afrigeneas.com/, hosts discussion forums and collects 
and compiles information from African primary source 
material and collections, specifically for the purposes of 
genealogical research.
The Web site for the Black Archives of Mid-America in 
Kansas City, http://www.blackarchives.org/, serves as both 
a digital archives and digital museum, and features a large 
on-line collection that is browsable by subject.
Other community-based documentation initiatives exist 
solely on-line. For example, the African Americans in South-
eastern Ohio Web site, http://www.seorf.ohiou.edu/~xx057/, 
was created by Michel S. Perdreau, a librarian on the South-
eastern Ohio Regional Freenet. The site features a wealth 
of links on the topic, but unfortunately many of the links 
are inactive, highlighting the fragility of some independent 
African-American archives and museums. For instance, the 
Black Holocaust Museum in Milwaukee was shut down in 
2008, and, when the repository could not pay back a bank 
loan, its collections were placed in storage, http://www 
.jsonline.com/news/milwaukee/35815459.html. With this 
in mind, it may be valuable for professional archivists to 
engage and support independent documentation initiatives.
Such an effort has begun at the University of Chicago, 
where the Black Metropolis Research Consortium, http://
www.blackmetropolisresearch.org/, is engaged in a multi-
year survey of African-American historical resources in 
Chicago. The project involves both mainstream repositories 
and what it calls “Second Space” repositories, http://
(Continued on page 12)
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lucian.uchicago.edu/blogs/bmrcsurvey/second-space/, or 
“community-based organizations, individuals and holders” 
of African-American documentation, including records and 
primary sources.
A similar initiative is underway in Champaign-Urbana, 
Illinois, where the eBlackCU, http://eblackcu.net/, and 
eBlackIllinois, http://eblackillinois.net/, initiatives seek to 
increase awareness of community-based African-American 
history and life through the use of digital technology. 
For example, “Cotillion Books,” http://eblackcu.net/
portal/cotillions, highlights numerous aspects of African-
American life in Champaign-Urbana since 1972.
Public Libraries
Finally, this survey would not be complete without 
reference to public libraries. One of the first major 
African-American history collections in the country, the 
Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culture at the 
New York Public Library, http://www.nypl.org/locations/
schomburg, contains digitized books, photographs, exhibi-
tions, and audiovisual resources. Of special note is the 
“African-American Women Writers of the 19th Century” 
exhibit, http://digital.nypl.org/schomburg/writers_aa19/.
In Chicago, the Vivian G. Harsh Research Collection 
of Afro-American History and Literature, http://www 
.chipublib.org/branch/details/library/woodson-regional/p/
FeatHarsh/, preserves and provides access to books, peri-
odicals, and manuscript collections. Other Black branch 
libraries in the Midwest that have helped document their 
communities include the Art Tatum African-American 
Resource Center in Toledo, http://www.toledolibrary .org/
pageselector.aspx?16010; the African-American Archives 
at the Louisville Western Library, http://www .lfpl.org/
western/htms/archives.htm; the Martin L. King, Jr., 
Branch of the Cleveland Public Library, http://www.cpl 
.org/BranchLocations/Branches/MartinLKingJr.aspx; 
the Black History Collections at the East Cleveland 
Public Library, http://ecpl.lib.oh.us/Flewellen_Files/
Icabodflewellenhomepage.htm; and the E. Azalia Hackley 
Collection at the Detroit Public Library, http://www 
.detroit.lib.mi.us/hackley/hackley_index.htm. Public li-
braries, especially in Black communities, continue to show 
great initiative in preserving local cultural heritage, and 
university and government archivists have a tremendous 
opportunity to collaborate with these community collec-
tors to provide on-line access to these resources.
